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Why teaching about Asia 
matters in higher education 
 
DEBORAH HENDERSON reflects on the teaching of Asian languages and cultures in 
Australia since the 1970 Auchmuty report—and concludes that not much has changed.  
 
On 27 January 2011 the Prime Minister announced that funding for the Australian Learning and 
Teaching Council (ALTC) will cease from 1 January 2012, as part of the government’s effort to find 
budget savings to support reconstruction after January’s devastating floods.  
 
Apparently savings of $22 million a year—or 0.1 per cent of gross revenues—will be achieved from 
this decision. Some of the ‘spin’ accompanying the announcement of the ALTC’s demise was the 
claim that the government remains ‘committed to raising the standard of learning and teaching, 
including through the work of the new Tertiary Education Quality and Standards Agency (TEQSA) and 
the My University website’. 
 
The Prime Minister assured that, as quality teaching has always been an important part of 
universities’ missions, ‘it will be important for all universities to embed quality teaching as the higher 
education sector moves towards the new demand-driven system in which students are making 
choices about where to study’.  
 
However, the assumption that a regulatory body such as TEQSA will encourage the sort of rich 
innovation that characterised the ALTC’s work begs many questions. Moreover, if there is not an 
independent body advocating and supporting risk-taking and innovative experimentation for teaching 
in the higher education sector, will universities really push to embed quality teaching while also 
pursuing the high stakes national research performance rankings?  
 
As a Queenslander, I experienced first-hand the impact of the flood in Brisbane, and like many of 
those who have posted comments on the GetUp site, I will happily pay a levy to help with the 
reconstruction effort. However, I share the frustration of my colleagues that the government’s short-
term decision will have a much longer-term impact. It could be argued that this decision will 
undermine efforts to enhance and promote learning and teaching in Australian higher education. 
I think we need an independent body in Australia, like the ALTC, that value adds: one that is 
dedicated to evolving and improving approaches to learning and teaching that focus on student 
engagement and improving the student learning experience.  
 
Why does teaching about Asia matter in higher education? 
 
Teaching is a complex activity, and it has been theorised extensively. It could be argued that quality 
teaching involves more than mastering a repertoire of ‘recipe’ skills that align with one’s discipline 
area. For teaching involves knowing your students, their aspirations and backgrounds, and assisting 
them to achieve their goals. Effective teaching also involves scholarly engagement and reflection, 
while being caring and responsive to student learning needs, designing engaging and stimulating 
learning activities and providing worthwhile and timely feedback. 
Put simply, teaching is a vehicle for increasing the life opportunities of students, and it requires 
continual commitment and critical reflection. My teaching approach centres on being respectful with 
my students while purposefully challenging them through inquiry-based learning. 
I owe my own awakening to Asia to some of my outstanding university lecturers. For many students of 
my generation a Eurocentric education was the norm: cities like Hong Kong and Singapore were often 
viewed as mere stopovers to the ‘real’ action in Europe.  
My own education at school could best be described as Anglocentric, and I am so grateful that some 
inspirational lecturers at university challenged my undergraduate view of the world and narrow notion 
of what it meant to be Australian. Their passion and enthusiasm inspired me to learn more about the 
region in which we are located. These academics were lucid, informative and thought provoking as 
they both inspired and guided me into new world views. Learning about the histories and cultures of 
several Asian nations was exciting and enlightening. This education has had a long-term impact on 
my own development as a teacher and academic. 
As a teacher educator, my transdisciplinary research in education focuses on the development of 
intercultural understanding in the social sciences, via history and social education, and recently, the 
values dimensions of this for schooling and higher education. I explore the ways in which Asia literacy 
can be achieved in the curriculum through intercultural understanding, for I believe that young 
Australians require the capacity to develop cultural awareness and competency so they can navigate 
the cultural diversity they will encounter within Australia and throughout the region.  
Furthermore, as the PriceWaterhouseCoopers Melbourne Institute Asialink Index of 2010 attests, 
Australia’s engagement with Asia in trade, tourism, migration, investment, humanitarian assistance 
and education is growing at a faster rate that our engagement with the rest of the world combined.  
Teaching about Asia matters at universities and its impact makes a difference in the lives of students. 
However, despite the excellent work of organisations such as the Asia Education Foundation, and the 
fact that the latest statement on the national goals for schooling in Australia, the Melbourne 
Declaration, identifies Asia and Australia’s engagement with Asia as a priority across the curriculum, 
much needs to be done. Too many school and university students complete their education without 
acquiring Asia knowledge, skills and understandings. 
Perhaps this is illustrated with reference to a significant policy document that was released in 
1970.The Auchmuty report (1970) The teaching of Asian languages and cultures in Australia, was the 
result of the work of a government advisory committee, headed by Professor JJ Auchmuty. It was set 
up by the Gorton Government in 1969, in response to an initiative from the (then) Minister for 
Education, Mr Malcolm Fraser. Chapter two of the report dealt with the rationale for Australian interest 
in Asia and noted the political, economic, trade, business, cultural and social reasons why Australia 
needed to reappraise its traditional attitudes towards Asia (see Auchmuty 1970:11–20). 
With reference to schooling, the Auchmuty committee recommended that attention focus on the core 
studies area for 'more than half the population can go through secondary school without any 
systematic study of Asian affairs' (Auchmuty 1970:89). In terms of Asian languages, the Auchmuty 
committee observed that 'Asian languages are not sufficiently widely available at secondary level' 
(ibid: 90). The Auchmuty report also noted that knowledge about Asia in primary and secondary 
schools depended upon good teaching and sound teaching materials. The report harnessed the 
argument that it was in Australia's national interest to challenge the prevailing Eurocentric traditions 
which dominated Australian intellectual and cultural life.  
 
One might reflect that not much has changed since 1970. Forty years on the challenge of educating 
about Asia and its languages continues, as the debates about the place of Asia in the first national 
curriculum in Australia, known as the Australian curriculum, testify. Sadly, these debates indicate that 
there remains enormous resistance to teaching and learning about Asia in this nation. 
 
World views are powerful things. Through effective teaching academics can make their scholarship 
and ideas matter and this can have an enormous impact on how their students view the world and 
what they can achieve. Much remains to be done though quality university teaching to enrich 
Australia’s understanding of Asia and our place in the world.  
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